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A Method for Investigating TV Effect
on Passivity - Activity of Crees
GARY GRANZBERG*
ABSTRACT -With the recent rise to prominence of materialist.ic emphasis in anthropology, there has been a corresponding development of new methodology . An example
is presented here of how new methodology can be applied to the study of a Cree
Indian community in Canada. This study examined the effect of television on the
passivity-activity dimension in development of children.
In recent years the materialistic approach in anthropology has thrown off the shackles of Boasian idealism and
has risen to vie equally with idealism as a major focus of
anthropological inquiry. In a parallel development, methodological techniques in anthropology also have changed.
More objective, replicable methodologies, more compatible
with materialistic research goals, have arisen to share the
spotlight with the more traditional, more subjective participant observation techniques identified with idealism .
The availability of television to the Cree of Norway
House presents anthropologists the opportunity to apply
these new interests and new techniques to the task of
illuminating a traditional subject of anthropological investigation - acculturation.
The traditional and still very useful approach to acculturation is illustrated by Steinbring's (I 974) study of TV
among the J ackhcad Ojibwa . Stein bring lived among the
people and utilized his powers of participant perception
and his expressive abilities to arrive at and persuasively
report conclusions about how the traditional Ojibwa
cultura1 perspective causes the people to perceive television with a meaning and function quite different from the
original meaning and function ascribed to TV by Western
culture.
Steinbring's primary goal and the goal of idealistic
research in general is to demonstrate the relative value of
culture and the way it shapes and colors people's perceptions of the world. Ethnocentrism still exists in the world,
and anthropologists need to reassert continually the relative bases of human behavior and need to challenge
universalistic and absolutist interpretations of man.
In the past, however, these humanitanan interests of
anthropology have overshadowed materialistic interests. The
seeking after scientific explanations of the similarities
and differenoes in cultural phenomena has traditionally
been brushed aside as premature or as unsuited to the
historical goals of anthropology. As a result, while anthropologists have had a significant effect upon the direction
of humanitarian thought in the west, they have had very
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little effect upon the direction of scientific thought, in the
west.
Recently, with the abatement of the anti-scientism of
earlier periods of anthropology, a number of researchers
(Harris, Whiting, Murdock) have started to rectify the lack
of influence of anthropology in the scientific domain,
feeling that the unique cross-cultural perspective of anthropologists equips them to open certain doors of scientific
thinking which others would find stubbornly inviolate.
These anthropologists, noting that there was no inherent bond to cement various materialistic interests into a
coherent body of research in the way outrage against
ethnocentrism cemented unified humanistic research among
idealists, realized that the traditional subjective participant
observation technique was not sound enough to produce
data that would lead to the coherent and mutually
reinforcing research necessary to achieve progressively more
refined and more powerful materialistic theory.
They realized that what was needed was a new method
which would supplement subjective participant observation
techniques of data collection with more objective, replicable
and standardized projective, observational and interview
techniques and which would supplement artistic expressive
abilities as the means of persuasion with a statistically
sound design that places hypotheses in jeopardy and provides checks upon biased and insufficient sampling. Only
then, they felt, would anthropology begin to take its
proper place in the shaping of scientific thought in the
West.
Progress has occurred. The study of several traditional
subjects of anthropological interest has already benefited
from the application of new methodology (Ethos) . In hopes
of extending such progress, this paper describes an objective, replicable method utilized to study acculturation
among the Cree . The method is presented under headings
labelled hypothesis, definition of variables, dcsign,instruments, and operationalization of variables.
2. METHOD FOR STUDYING THE ADOPTION OF
TELEVISION BY THE CREE.
2.1 Hypothesis
Recent work by Gerbner, Gross, Wells, Halloran and
Schramm has shown that heavy TV viewers perceive the
world in accordance with the stereotyped and biased models
presented on television. Heavy viewers, for example, respond to the high amount of aggression, crime and violence
on television , by tending to overestimate the amount of
crime and violence in the real world. (Gerbner & Gross).
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These studies make an important contribution, but
because most of the research has been conducted in
Western or near-Western societies , resea rchers have failed to
note a very pronounced bias of television that would be
significant in non-Western society . This is the active,
scientific bias of television, a bias that results from the fact
that television programs are created by the Western wo rld
and therefore reflect Western perceptions of reality.

While 'the active bias of television merely reinforces
already existing perceptions of Western people, it drastically conflicts with the perceptions of non-Western peoples.
The problem in studying television adoption by the Cree,
then, is to determine whether the active stereotype of television will alter the Cree's traditionally passive, animistic
perception of the world.

As a basis for investigation, it will be hypothesized that
Cree perceptions of the world , as a result of watching
television, will become more active and scientific.
2.2 Definition of Variables - Active vs. Passive

The terms active and passive are being used here as cover
terms which refer to certain constellations of behavior that
· have been observed to contrast between Western and nonWestern peoples. The most notable contrasts pertain to
differences in attention to precisely timed behavior, differences in attention to the needs and concerns on natural
things, and differences in concern for pattern and regularity
rather than change , uniqueness and originality.

Explanations for such observed differences between the
West and non-West fall into idealistic vs. materiali stic
categories.
The typical idealistic explanation traces the activepassive contrast between West and non-West to world-view
and conceptions of reality (Whorf, Lee , Hallowell). 1t is
pointed out that the non-Western man 's animistic interpretation of the world and his belief in a cyclical, non-linear
time in which timele ss, unchanging patterns of behavior
recurringly unfold themselves in the material world,
directly link up with what we have called passive behavior.
On the other hand, Western man's scientific interpretation
of the world, in which the power o f the spirit world is
relegated to a diffuse, distant , first cause role rather than
an immediate , discrete role as in animism and in which time
is reckoned lineally, with man's behavior flowing in an
unending non-repetitive line from past to present to future ,
directly Jinks up with what we have called Western man's
active behavior.

Materialists most often trace the active-passive contrast
in West and non-West behavior to technology and economics
(White, Thompson & Joseph, Henry). A contrast is drawn
between Western advanced, ever changing technology,
which repeatedly calls up new social structure and new
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idealogies to support the technologica l change, and nonWestern "primitive" techno logy which is very slowchanging. resulting in stable social structures and idealogies
that have been finely balanced with each other over
generations and which provide confidence and direction in
areas where the "primitive" technology fails to do so. Our
hypothesis that exposure to television will increa se Cree
active orientations falls into the materialistic category of
explanation .
On the ·basis ol' these considerations , active-passive
orientations to the world shall be defined as follows: Active
is the tendency to judge short passages of time accurately,
to seek to excell and stand out, to strive aggressively to
overcome barriers in the pursuit of self-goals and to be able
to think abstractly and to speculate .
Passive is the tendency to judge short passages of time
inaccurately, to give in to barriers placed in front of selfgoals, to stress cooperation rather than achievement and
individuality , to think according to the structure of
observables , and to refrain fr om abstract or speculative
calculations.

2.3 Design
The hypothesis that TV watching ( th e independent
variable) will cause the Cree to become more active (the
depend ent variable) will be tes ted by mean s o f a lo ngitudinal study of third , fourth, ;rn d fifth grade children in
three societies. . .Norway Ho use , Oxford House and
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Winnipeg. These three societies were chosen because the
children· in these societies have a widely contrasting range
of television watching experience. (Table I).
Group A is the Oxtord House children. They are the
control group because they had no exposure to TV . Groups
B-E are the experimental groups, varying in the extent to
which independent variable, TV watching, is introduced. In
Norway House children will have had a maximum of six
months of TV experience when testing begins. In Winnipeg,
children will have been exposed to TV since birth and will
have had the greatest amount of TV exposure.
A set of tests will be administered to each group of
children at time period I. One year later tests will be
readministered to the same groups. These tests will measure
the amount of passivity vs. activity in the children. If our
hypothesis is correct, a statistical study should show a high
positive correlation between amount of TV exposure and
amount of increase in activity from testing period one to
testing period two.
2.4 Instruments
Data on active-passive behavior will be obtained through
interviews, observations and mass projective tests.

2.4.2 Observations
The pre-TV playground behavior of Norway House
children was filmed in November, 1973. More film of
playground behavior was taken in February, 1974, and still
more in the summer of 1974 and throughout 1975. Comparative filming of playground behavior at Oxford House
and Winnipeg also was scheduled in the summer of 1974
and in 1975
The film depicts children in all three societies at play
during recess. Behavior will be analyzed for spacing
practices, speed and patterns of movement, aggression,
cooperation, independence, dependence and several other
variables.
2.4.3 Mass Projective Tests
The primary mass projective test will be the drawings of
subjects. While in class, subjects as a group will be asked to
draw themselves, to draw a man and to draw a church. These
drawings will be analyzed for, among other things, abstract
vs. concrete material, human vs. non-human elements,
concern for detail, positive or negative self-image, and
placing material in context (as placing a church among
trees, grass, birds, sun, clouds and people) or isolating
material from typical surrounding elements.

2.4.1 Interviews
Subjects will be interviewed privately during school
hours. The bulk of time will be spent eliciting responses to
verbal and pictorial cues. In addition, however, some background material on TV watching behavior will be collected
during the interview and an accuracy of time estimation
test will be given . See the Appendix for the interview
schedule.
In the interview, cues are structured so as to provide an
opportunity to respond with either active or passive
behavior. In the time test, for example, subjects are asked
to estimate a 30-second passage of time. Pre-tests have
shown a tendency for Cree subjects, in accordance with
traditionally passive behavior, to be often a minute or more
off target in their judgements. Same-age Euro-Canadian
subjects, however, are often within a few seconds of the
target.

3. I Activity
3.1.1
Activity is seeking help , seeking to influence and seeking
to dominate as observed in filmed behavior and in the
motives imputed to characters in pictures and in verba.Hy
described scenes.
3.1.2
Activity is self concern and conceptualization of a
permanent and demanding self as observed in responses to
"draw yourself' or "describe yourself' in which the subject
draws himself large and focal and describes himself with
items that are unique rather than shared with others, and
in terms of wants and desires rather than statuses and
roles.

In presenting the verbal cues, the interviewer describes
a scene and then asks the subjects what might happen next.
For example, the subject is told that while a boy is playing,
somebody pushes him down. The interviewer then asks the
subject what he thinks the boy will do. Another example is
the story of a boy who is hunting with his father. The boy
is sent to get some wood but finds a rather tall fence in his
way. The interviewer asks the subject if he thinks the boy
will try to climb the fence himself or if he will go back and
ask his father to help him. In response to these cues, the
subject may visualize behavior which utilizes aggression,
independence, dependence or wit of mind, to overcome the
barriers, or he may visualize behavior which gives in to
barriers and shifts its originally intended course quickly if
barriers arise.
The pictorial cues consist of color photographs of
situations in natural settings familiar to the Cree. Subjects
are asked to guess what might be happening in the picture.
They are asked to describe what led up to the scene, what
the people in the scene are thinking and what might happen
next. Descriptions of the photographs used, in the interview are presented in the Appendix.

3.1.3
Activity is causal perspective on the world. It is the
tendency to tell stories in which characters try to overcome
barriers in reaching goals and in which explanations are
given for why things happen.
3.1.4
Activity is rigid time consciousness. It is the tendency to
be able to judge the passage of 30 seconds without a
mechanical timer to within a few seconds.
3.1.5
Activity is a scientific lineal orientation. It is the
tendency to draw a church with supporting elements around
it, as clouds, birds, trees and grass.
3.1.6
Activity is the tendency to be active in play. It is the
observation of children in movement, rather than children
standing and watching things happen.
3.2 Passivity
3.2.1
Passivity is helping, nurturant behavior as observed in
filmed behavior of children and in the motives imputed to
characters in pictures and in verbally described scenes.
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3. OPERA TI ON ALIZA TION OF VARIABLES
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certain basic assumptions and will be able to build a consistent body of research upon these assumptions. Though it is
maintained that such agreement can be most quickly
obtained by utilizing the type of replicable methodology
here outlined, it is by no means asserted that this methodology should replace the more traditional, more subjective
participant observation techniques. Each contributes its own
way . The insights provided by one approach cannot be
duplicated by the other. Therefore the two methodologies
should be used to supplement one another. If this is done,
it is believed that Anthropology will begin to take its
proper place in the shaping of Western scientific thought.
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3.2.2
Passivity is lack of self-concern and lack of concept of
permanent personality and permanent needs. lt is the
tendency to respond to "draw yourself' with items that
are not unique but shared, and with statuses and roles
rather than wants and needs.

3.2.3
Passivity is fatalistic. It is the tendency to tell stories
where characters retreat from barriers and quickly lose
sight of goals when a block occurs, and stories in which no
explanations are given for demands and for what happens.
It is also the observation of play behavior and behavior of
characters in stories where non-interference is the theme.

3.2.4
Passivity is non-rigid time consciousness. It is the tendency to be up to a minute or more off in estimating the
passage of 30 seconds.
3.2.5
Passivity is an animistic, non-linear view of the world.
It is the tendency to draw a church or other items as isolates. It is the tendency to separate the item out of context
(as viewed from Western perspective) .. .as a church with
no grass, trees, lawn, or clouds.

3.2.6
Passivity is the tendency not to be active in play. It is
the observation of children at play who prefer to watch
rather than join in.

4. CONCLUSION REGARDING APPLICABILITY

The meth od ology here outlined, it is hoped, can be
applied in such a way that an other researcher can go into
anothe r society and duplicate the experiment. lf the
ex perimental resu lts consistently coincide, demonstrating
either that televisi on watching does or does not increase the
active outlook of non-West ern peop les, then researchers
in teres ted in acculturation an d the effects of new communica ti on systems on the non-Wes t will be ab le to agree on
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APPENDIX
Following is a sample of the interview structure.

A. Demographic Data:
1. Name•
2. Age·
3. Grade.
4. Residence •
5. Mother•
6. Father•
7. Brothers•
8. Sisters•
B. T.V. Data :
1. T.V. in home? --Yes or No
2. How much do you watch T.V, each day (what programs did you watch yesterday•· name them)?
C. Consumerism Data :
I. What did you have for breakfast?
2. What kind of bread at supper (home-made or storebought)?
D. Time Test•· 30 seconds
I. Trial A
2. Trial B (after Trail A a demonstration of a thirty
second time spa n is given)
E. Sentence Completions: (Ed's. Note: Only some representative statements are included .)

lnstructions:

l

!

I am going to ask you some questions-•
but you won't know the answers--You
should make up an answer-• You can
make up any kind of answer you like.

You arc playing outside when you see your parents
leaving the house. They ask you if you want to go with
them or if you want to stay and play. What do you
decide to Jo? - -- -- - - - - - - - - - - -

The boy broke his bow and arrow so then he
You were sad because _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
You were happy because _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
The man was bad so what happened to him?
The man wanted to chop some more wood, but it was
starting to get dark so he _ _ __ _ __ _ _ _ __
The mother ran outside because._ _ _ _ _ _ __
They were starting to fight so you

-=-------

The house was on fire so you _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
The two boys were hunting when something happened.
What happened? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
The

little

boy

picked

up

the

stone

because

Suppose a magic man came to you and told you he
could make you any age you wanted to be. What would
you say to him? Would you want to be older, younger,
or stay the same age?_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
What is a C a n a d i a n ? - - - - - - - - - - - - What is Canada? (Do you live in Canada?) Is Norway
House in Canada?~ -- - - - - - - - - - - - Are you a Canadian? _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

A boy is sent to the Bay to get some bread , but when
he goes there he secs another boy who wants to beat him
up. So what docs he do'1_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
One Jay a lit tie boy 's father brings him home a kite.
What docs the boy do? Doe s he put together the kite
himself or docs he get his father to help him? Does he
Oy it himself or does his father help him Oy it'I _ _ __
Preten d you have a new pair of skates. Then somebody borrows them from you , but when you want them
back he won't giw them hack. What do you do then'/

Instructions:

Let's suppose you are going to draw a
picture and that you are a very good
artist who can draw anything. The first
picture you draw is a mother ..

What is the mother doing in your picture?

What would yo u du if so meone called you a bad name?

N ow you draw a picture of a father. What is the
father doing in your picture? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

You were trying l o ope n the door , but it wouldn't
open so you _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ __

Describe yourself •· If you could have any wish come
true , what would it be? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
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